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‘If you yourself would feel fine, heal 
and serve and give from time to 
time’  
Native American Proverb 



Greyton,	Western	Cape,	South	Africa	
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� Different angles from which the tourist can 
be studied 

� Some reasons for studying the self 

� Recent studies to show working examples of 
the various approaches and the kinds of 
knowledge they each produce. 
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� The tourist self presents an ontological 
challenge with regard to what constitutes 
self 

� The concept of self has eluded 
psychologists and philosophers and others 
for millennia because of its formidable 
ambiguities.  
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� Experimentalist 
� Social constructionist 
� Experiential   
� Positive psychology  
� Post-modernism 
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Investigations underpinned by this perspective are 
generally undertaken using experiments and 

questionnaires to obtain measurable data 
Tends towards qualitative methods of data collection 

such as personal accounts, observation and case studies 

� Experimentalist �  Social constructionist 
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Shifts from measurement and hypothesis testing in the 
experimental approach to qualitative considerations 

which capture the meaning of human experience 
Lends itself to experimental approaches; favours 

quantitative methods which are replicable, 
cumulative, objective and empirical 

�  Experiential/humanism � Positive Psychology 
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�  Post Modernism  The methodology generally 
adopted is more interpretative 
with open-ended investigations 
tracing the multiple connections 
between people and their social 
worlds(Radley, 1996; Stevens and 
Wetherall, 1996). 
 Post modernism, therefore, 
prioritises the context within which 
people operate the minutiae of 
experience; it is concerned with 
actions, events, and 
interpretations within the text 
(Ryan, 1997).  
 The samples are small because 
researchers investigate meaning for 
their participants and, as a result, 
researchers are often participants 
themselves (Hall, 2004). In this 
respect, the findings are very 
specific to the context and are 
unlikely to be generalised to other 
contexts. 
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�  The theoretical underpinnings of the self described here 
reflect the many lenses through which an individual, the 
volunteer tourist, can be studied; each lens producing 
different facets of knowledge about the tourist  

�  Some lenses, such as experimentalism and positive 
psychology, measure the observable consequences of 
changes, whereas others such as the social constructionist, 
experiential and postmodern lenses, explore the 
subjective accounts of participants  

�  While accepting that these perspectives look differently at 
the self, they could, nevertheless, be seen as 
complementary, revealing different facets of the individual 

�  So, depending on what you want to know (what knowledge 
you want to produce) and your beliefs about what 
constitutes self, this will drive how you go about getting 
that knowledge and, therefore, what methodology you will 
use. 

17 



�  In psychology, people have been studying the self for centuries in order to cure 
mental illness, assist people with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, improve normal 
lives and identify as well as nurture high talent (Boniwell, 2006) 

�  More recently, volunteering organisations have been able to show governments 
evidence that personal growth is not only driven from formal and informal education 
and training but also from the engagement in cultural and social experiences; and 
that youth work and volunteering opportunities offer young people the chance to 
develop their confidence, motivation and skills (see, for example, Commission on 
the Future of Volunteering, 2008; The Scottish Government, 2007)  

�  Furthermore, these skills have been found to benefit society too: encouraging good 
citizenship at home (Bailey and Russell, 2010; Machin, 2008; McGehee and Santos, 
2005); volunteers gain important skills such as social abilities (Harlow and Pomfret, 
2007); it builds employability (Machin, 2008; McBride, Lough and Sherraden, 2010; 
Wearing, 2001); enhances well-being (McIntosh and Zahra, 2007; Van Willigen, 2000; 
Wilson and Musick, 2000); increases trust (Bailey and Russell, 2010; McIntosh and 
Zahra, 2007); increases tolerance and the ability to get on with other people (Bailey 
and Russell, 2010; Harlow and Pomfret, 2007); and develops responsibility (Heron, 
2011) 

�  This recent interest in examining the self, particularly the effects of volunteering, 
has prompted a call for more rigorous, publicly available and easily accessible 
research on these service programmes (Mattero, 2008)  

�  Similarly in volunteer tourism, Benson and Seibert (2009) and Stoddart and Rogerson 
(2004) note the need for more statistical evidence to support the rich subjective 
data available on impacts. All of this knowledge can therefore contribute 
theoretically; and practically to tourism marketing, programme design and 
volunteer satisfaction. 
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�  It must be noted that there are numerous SELF 
studies ‘out there’ covering topics such as:  

� Motivation of participants (Benson and Seibert, 2009; Brown,
2005; Coghlan, 2006; Daldeniz and Hamption, 2011; Sin, 2009; Taillon and Jamal, 
2008; Wearing, 2001; Wickens, 2011) 

� Experiences and impacts (Alexander, 2012a; Bailey and Russell, 2010;
Broad, 2003; Harlow and Pomfret, 2007; Laythorpe, 2009; Lepp, 2008; McGeheee and 
Santos, 2005; Sin, 2009; Wearing, 2001; Wickens, 2011; Zahra, 2006; Zahra and McIntosh, 
2007)  

� Expectations of volunteers (Andereck, McGehee, Clemmons and Lee,
2010) 

�  Influencing factors such as age, gender, project 
type, length of stay and time elapsed post-trip 
(Alexander 2012b; Bailey and Russell, 2010; Bailey and Russell, 2010; Birdwell, 2011; Harlow and 
Pomfret, 2007; Laythorpe, 2009; Lepp, 2008; Sin, 2009).  
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� These studies will show,  international 
volunteer tourists tend to be below the age 
of 35 (Harlow and Pomfret, 2007; Lepp, 2008; McGehee, 2002, 2005; McIntosh and Zahra,

2007; Sin, 2009; Wearing, 2001; Zahra, 2006, 2011); mainly females (Jones,

2004; Tourism Research and Marketing, 2008); highly educated (Birdwell,

2011); white (Birdwell, 2011); their motivation extends to 
travelling, adventure and cultural exchange 
(Jones, 2004; Laythorpe, 2009; Lepp, 2008; Wearing, 2001; Wickens, 2009, 2011); and 
they tend to be more occasional than regular 
volunteers (Low, Butt, Ellis Paine and Davis Smiths, 2007).
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�  This study investigated twelve members; one full group of 
volunteers, of mainly women, aged 21-22 years. Respondents 
stayed for approximately three months and volunteered on 
conservation and community projects in Costa Rica; they were 
mainly from Australia and Canada  

�  Each was interviewed after an undisclosed period of time in order 
to collect qualitative data which was later thematically analysed 

�  He found that the most important development which may occur 
from the volunteer tourist experience is that of a personal 
nature, particularly a greater awareness of the self as a global 
citizen with responsibilities within various communities. Once 
back home, this awareness he says, ‘results in a variety of 
learning and behavioural changes, such as being less self-centred, 
more thoughtful and more open’ (p. 134)  

�  He attributed these altruistic impacts to experiencing authentic 
interaction with hosts and other volunteers  

�  Wearing's approach tended towards a social constructionist 
perspective; focussing on the 'other' as the agent of change. 

25 



� My investigation on the impact on the 
tourist, which was done using a standardised 
personality inventory, revealed that, 
although levels of altruism did increase 
amongst volunteers, as a result of their trip  
(as Wearing found), the results were not 
statistically significant. In other words, there 
was no evidence to suggest that volunteers 
are more willing to help others when they 
return home.  
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�  What was interesting, was my subsequent study on the 
influence of age, gender, project type and length of stay 

�  I extracted the results, for the altruism trait, for those 
under the age of 30, and found, amongst these younger 
volunteers, they did return home more willing to assist 
others  

�  As Wearing studied volunteers in this age bracket, it may 
account for the similarity of findings to this later study  

�  Also, regardless of age, for those staying between 5 and 12 
weeks, altruism was a statistically significant trait change 
amongst them. Again, Wearing's volunteers stayed 12 
weeks which may also account for the similar findings 

�  I then analysed the time elapsed post-trip to discover 
whether the post-trip changes still held one to two years 
later. The differences between the post- and follow-up 
scores showed that volunteers’ changes still held over this 
time period, for this trait. 
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�  Sin found no evidence to suggest that changes in attitude and good 
intentions convert into real actions at home. However, these volunteers 
did stay less than a month which may account for this finding  

�  Nevertheless, she concluded that, with her group of respondents, 
‘travelling’ and ‘getting to know the world’ took precedence over their 
objectives of volunteering or addressing social injustices through 
volunteer tourism 

�  Her study of 11 student volunteers from Singapore, who visited South 
Africa for 26 days, involved collecting qualitative data from interviews 
with students pre-trip and on-site. Similarly to my research, she did 
follow-up two years later, albeit through informal discussions, and found 
with her 11 volunteers only four had volunteered post-trip, of which 
three had conducted their volunteering, overseas, in trips similar to the 
one in South Africa. Of these four respondents, one was already a regular 
volunteer in Singapore prior to joining Action Africa, and the other three 
were committed to their respective volunteer tourism trips even before 
the trip to South Africa  

�  Sin (2009) acknowledged that participating in Action Africa did not 
significantly alter respondents post-trip volunteering activities. Instead, 
those who were inclined to volunteer would have done so anyway. Sin's 
approach could be considered a post-modern approach; being a very 
small sample, in which she participated, and focussing on a specific social 
context to explore the in-depth experiences of volunteers. 
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�  They applied push-and-pull motivational theory to gain 
insight into the motives of 80 German volunteer tourists 
post their visit to South Africa. What was interesting was 
that the pull factors do suggest the destination itself (in 
this case South Africa) is an important motivator for 
volunteers  

�  The importance of the pull factors found in destinations 
was subsequently highlighted in Wickens (2011); her 
volunteers were motivated to ‘experience the Nepali 
culture’ (p. 46) and interviews with those volunteers 
‘shows they wanted to work and live authentically in a 
developing country that is a world away from their 
own’ (p.47)  

�  Benson and Seibert used a web-based questionnaire to 
collect quantitative data, post-trip; whereas Wickens 
collected qualitative data from on-site interviews. Again, 
highlighting the different ways to collect data and examine 
the self. 
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�  In my full study of the impacts of volunteer tourism on the 
volunteer, not only were different methods used but also 
different discourses at different points in the research 
process - a multi-paradigm research strategy, using a 
staged methods approach  

�  The approach consisted of three stages: the first, involved 
using grounded theory method for understanding what 
volunteer tourism is and generating a new explanation of 
volunteer tourism 

�  The second stage used a personality test and focused on 
the quantitative measurement of change following a 
volunteer tourism experience (15 personality traits were 
measured) 

�  The third stage was the interpretive phenomenological 
analysis of interviews offering explanations for the 
personality trait changes, and how these changes were 
manifested in people’s everyday lives at home. 
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� If anyone would like a copy my 
thesis, papers or book chapters, 
please email me: 
zoeannalexander@gmail.com 

�  ‘Noble deeds and hot baths are the best cures for depression’ 
Dodie Smith 
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� It can be fruitful to synthesise the 
approaches to examining the self 

� Synthesis, the search for relationships and 
the complementary basis of the different 
perspectives, is one answer to diversity since 
all perspectives concur that multiple 
influences are involved in human conduct 
(Stevens and Wetherall, 1996).  
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� Questions? 

� Contact Information: 
zoeannalexander@gmail.com 
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